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The Government and Local Government New Zealand’s joint position 
statement on Three Waters Reform 
 
Acknowledging the challenge 
Central and local government believe that three waters services are fundamental to the health and 
wellbeing of our communities and environment; and to our local, regional and national economies. 
The way they are delivered across New Zealand cannot address the challenges our communities will 
face in the future.  

Analysis produced over the past 12 months shows that all communities will need to invest 
significantly over the next 30 years to maintain, replace and upgrade ageing assets and to provide 
for growth. This is reflected by increasing investment in councils’ new long-term plans.  

Consistently enforced compliance standards, a backlog of infrastructure renewals and external 
pressures such as climate change, workforce shortages, and economic regulation will create 
unsustainable pressure on the current system. 

Building a new partnership 
Three waters reform has created an opportunity for central and local government to work together 
differently.  

In May 2020, the Government and Local Government New Zealand agreed to set up a Joint Steering 
Committee to provide feedback on the reform of three waters services delivery. This group co-
designed delivery of the initial stimulus investment in three waters infrastructure and services, 
supported the Request for Information (RFI) process and fed back into the Government’s policy 
development. It has interrogated the analysis behind the case for change, facilitated robust 
conversations, and seen policy shift towards more practicable and enduring solutions.  

This model responded to the local government sector’s call for a closer working relationship with 
government, and to the Government’s desire to deliver in partnership with the sector. It builds on 
work undertaken together in response to COVID-19 and has opened the door to a fundamental reset 
between our two tiers of government, so that change is undertaken together for the benefit of all 
our communities. 

A proposal for change  
The Government has proposed creating four new water service delivery entities. The scale of these 
entities means they’ll be able to borrow to fund the significant investment needed to benefit all New 
Zealanders, from our smallest communities to our largest cities.  

As part of this proposal, the Government and LGNZ have developed a package that recognises the 
importance of local place-making and the critical role that local government plays in that. This 
package: 

• supports local government to invest in the wellbeing of their communities, so that all 
councils and their communities are better off; 

• ensures no council will be financially worse off after reform; and 

• makes clear that the Government will cover reasonable transition costs. 
 
The economic model shows that significant benefits are available for all communities and will work 
best if all councils participate.  Each council needs more time to interrogate its own position and 
understand the implications for their communities and operations. There remain critical issues to 
work through over the next two months. 
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These issues include ensuring all communities have both a voice in the system and influence over 
local decisions. Councils want to be sure the water entities understand and act on communities’ 
needs and wants, including responding to localised concerns like a desire for chlorine-free water. 

They want to ensure effective representation on the new water entities’ governing boards so that 
there is strong accountability to the communities they serve. They want to be confident the water 
entities will respond to their plans for growth. And they want effective assurance that entities, which 
remain owned by the community, cannot be privatised in future. 

We believe continuing the partnership between local and central government is the best way to 
resolve the remaining questions and policy detail to give these critical reforms the best chance of 
success. To that end we’re recommitting to an agreed a set of shared objectives: 

• significantly improving the safety and quality of drinking water services, and the 
environmental performance of drinking water, wastewater and stormwater systems; 

• ensuring robust safeguards against privatisation  

• ensuring all New Zealanders have equitable access to affordable three waters services and 
that the water services entities will listen, and take account of, local community and 
consumer voices 

• improving the coordination of resources, planning, and unlocking strategic opportunities  

• ensuring the overall integration and coherence of the wider regulatory and institutional 
settings  

• increasing the resilience of three waters service provision to climate change and natural 
hazards 

• moving three waters service delivery to a more financially sustainable footing, and 
addressing the affordability and capability challenges faced by small suppliers and local 
authorities 

• improving transparency about, and accountability for, the planning, delivery and costs of 
three waters services 

• undertaking the reform in a matter that enables local government to continue delivering on 
its placemaking role and broader “wellbeing mandates”. 

 

Looking to the future 
We are very aware that how we work together now sets the tone for other large-scale reform 
affecting the sector, especially the Future for Local Government review.  

This review is a real opportunity for New Zealand to re-imagine the roles, responsibilities and 
resources of councils so that they can meet communities’ expectations now and in the future. These 
expectations have evolved massively since the introduction of the current Local Government Act 
over 30 years ago. It’s time for a genuine re-think about what’s needed for local government to 
respond to communities’ changing needs.  

For this review to succeed, we need to be partners. Our three waters relationship has allowed 
robust, open discussions – and opened the door to a fundamental reset between our two tiers of 
government. Both central and local government are committed to a new way of working together, in 
tune with our diverse communities and our treaty partnership.  
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